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County Agent’s Notes:

April 2, 2001

Get ready for vegetable gardening.
This has been a different kind of spring, at least different from the last three or four we
have seen. A few of you hardier souls have already ventured out and transplanted tomatoes in
addition to some of the traditional early crops, but we should soon be able to get going with the
bulk of our summer crops.
True enough, we may have more cold weather. Those who follow the old indicators will
readily tell you that we had a thunderstorm on the 27th of February. According to the old story,
we may have a cold, or at least cool, snap around the 27th of April. Because of this, you may
want to hedge a little and wait to plant some of your vegetables. Personally, I expect to see some
cool weather around the end of the month, but the probability of frost is relatively low.
Successful gardening depends on many important steps, from the garden site itself to the
proper care of the plants. Let’s go over a few things as you get ready for this gardening season.
Site Selection: Even though many of you have little choice about where to garden, the
site is very important. Site considerations include the soil and what it has been used for the last
few years. Good drainage is a necessity because vegetable plants do not grow well in damp soil.
Shade is another big factor, especially when they block the morning sun. Shade trees grow
larger every year and can slowly shade a spot that once was nice and sunny. Tree removal or
pruning may be needed to let the sun back into your garden.
Soil Preparation: The best garden soils are rich in organic matter. Unless you have

been working a spot for years, constantly adding compost and other organic matter, your soil will
need amending. Just prior to planting you can add well-decomposed barnyard manure and
compost. Avoid using anything green because this material will have to decompose in the soil,
and it will rob your plants of nutrients until the process is finished. Green material can also give
off organic acids that may ruin the seeds you plant.
Our local soils are typically low in nutrients, so you will need a good complete fertilizer.
Those who read these columns know that I don’t generally recommend fertilizers that have the
same amount of phosphorus and potassium, such as 6-8-8, 13-13-13 or 5-20-20. My choice for
established gardens is a product like 5-15-30 or 15-5-10 which have more potassium, the third
number. You can also apply potash alone (0-0-60) in many cases for a year or two, and supply
nitrogen by sidedressing.
By far, the most common problem in vegetable gardens is low pH, or acidity. Gardens,
fruit trees, and most lawns other than centipede need lime, and there is really no substitute for it.
Believe it or not, slag is not even a good substitute. Our research people at Crystal Springs have
done work with slag and have found that the slag we get these days has little if any effect on soil
acidity. Lime not only corrects acidity, it also supplies important nutrients like calcium and
magnesium.
Most vegetables grow best with pH between 6.0 to 6.5. You can fix soil acidity by
applying around 75 pounds of agricultural lime per thousand square feet of garden space. Don’t
be afraid to apply lime, because it is very difficult to get too much. In most cases over-liming
will only keep pH in good shape for a longer period of time.
Soil Test: I know you get tired of my telling you to take soil samples, and it is a little late
to tell you what you need to know for this spring. However, while you are working with the soil

is a good time to take samples for the future. In some cases it will tell you things you need to
know for this crop. Testing the soil takes out the guesswork, and you will at least know what is
going on if your plants don’t perform well. If a problem is detected, you can add the needed
materials and incorporate them as you are working the garden.
Variety Selection: Two other very important factors in a successful garden are to plant
the right varieties at the right time. Seed catalogs entice you with beautiful pictures and
wonderful descriptions, but what produces bumper crops in Indiana, Kentucky, or even Missouri
may not do well in Attala County. Use varieties that are recommended and proven in our area.
Sure, try new things, because this is the way we learn, but don’t plant much of anything that is
not proven.
Our Garden Tabloid has a wealth of information on gardening, including soil preparation,
fertilization, plant establishment, and variety selection. Come by the Extension Office and get
one if you need more information.

